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Scholars and commentators are increasingly concerned about the erosion of democratic norms in
the United States. Political science education stands at the forefront of higher education’s
mission to create an educated citizenry, and civic education is linked to outcomes like civic
engagement and trust in government. Much of the research on civic education, however,
examines how different classroom interventions affect students’ intentions of engaging civically
in the future. This study argues that between intention and action lies agency. Specifically, it
examines whether an introductory course in American government increases civic agency. A
new scenario-based method of measuring civic agency is also introduced. The study finds that
civic agency does in fact increase, with students sharpening their calculus of engagement. They
better understand where they can best engage and how. Increasing agency lays the foundation for
future engagement when students care about an issue enough to weigh in.
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A rapidly changing world abroad and concerns about democratic erosion in the United
States (Carey et al. 2019) reinforces the push within political science for a better-educated and
more engaged citizenry. While the American Political Science Association has had a concern for
civic education at the forefront since its founding (McCartney et al. 2013), an effort emerged in
the last decade to provide greater resources, increased scholarly attention, and even a new
scholarly home for civic engagement scholars within the discipline (Matto et al. 2017; Levine
2019). A perennial question, however, is how to best foster civic engagement among
undergraduate students. Those who choose a political science major are typically there because
they have the motivation to affect positive change through politics. Introductory survey courses
in subjects like American government, comparative politics, and international relations offer a
different audience, and thus, opportunity. The discipline can leverage these types of courses to
have a broader impact in developing an informed citizenry, particularly when institutions of

higher education require such courses in their general education curriculum.

This study seeks to better understand how an introductory course can nudge students in
the direction towards greater civic efficacy. It is difficult for a single course to bear the
responsibility of turning students into active citizens. A single course can, however, lay the
groundwork for later action in helping students understand the levers of power that they have
access to and how to use them appropriately. This is a civic calculus. To engage politically,
individuals need both care and know what they can do to influence the political system. The
present study focuses on how an introductory American politics course can do the second by
building civic agency, even in one semester. This is done by using both quantitative and
qualitative results of a pre- and a post-survey delivered in an introductory American government

course. The survey is unique in that it does not ask students about whether they think they would



engage civically, but it provides them scenarios to consider whether and how they would engage.
After briefly reviewing the literature on civic engagement, classroom engagement, and the gap
between behavior and intention, the new scenario-based assessment of civic agency is presented.
The results of the pre- and post-survey are assessed in two ways: (1) what actions did students
propose in response to each scenario and (2) what were their rationales for those actions. Finally,

the broader implications of these findings for political science education are discussed.

Bridging the Intention-Action Gap in Civic Engagement

Concerns regarding American political engagement are myriad. Low rates of electoral
participation create a free-rider problem whereby many citizens shirk their responsibility to
participate and thus yield power to narrow moneyed interests (Mansbridge 2017). There is a
well-document growing distrust in government and fellow citizens, which has in part fed a rise in
populism in Western democracies (Rainie and Perrin 2019; Esen and Yardimci-Geyikgi 2019;
Hosking 2019). Civic education is vital in achieving greater trust in government (Barrett and
Greene 2017). It is also important for greater global engagement (Lorenzini 2013). Recognizing
the importance of civic education for our democratic future, the Association of American
Colleges & Universities and the U.S. Department of Education called for higher education to
“reclaim its civic mission” (National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement
2012). Political science programs can be the locus of this effort on many college campuses, as its
core coursework informs students about their rights and responsibilities as citizens and the
institutions of government. Nevertheless, fostering civic mindedness is trans-disciplinary (Matto

et al. 2017).

Many liberal arts programs require at least some exposure to American government

and/or American culture and introductory courses in American government often serve as the



workhorse for these requirements. For non-political science majors, an introductory American
government course is the only formal study of government that they will undertake, though
informal extracurricular programs offered by political science programs can also increase civic
skills (Abernathy and Forestal 2019). Introductory courses, however, provide greater
opportunities for reinforcing civic knowledge and agency through repeated classroom
interactions, engagement with the material, and engagement with the instructor. Thus,
introductory courses should receive special focus regarding their place in fostering a civically
minded society. Moreover, there is evidence from the Canadian context that instructors’ values
regarding civic engagement do not always match the ways they structure introductory courses
(Bell and Lewis 2015). The purpose of such an introductory course is typically to introduce
students, in broad strokes, to the key formal and informal institutions of American government
and individual and collective political behaviors that shape and are shaped by those institutions.
Though civic mindedness does not result from a single course, the current study addresses the
question of whether such an introductory course can nudge students in the direction of civic

engagement.

While civic engagement has long been of interest to educators in political science,
research on its integration in the college classroom moved from a trickle to a flood when service
and community-based learning were identified as a high impact practice (Jacoby 2009; Kuh
2008). While the two concepts are not synonymous (Bringle and Clayton 2012; Reschly and
Christenson 2012), this common identification served as a theoretical bridge connecting civic
engagement with student persistence and success, especially for public universities. Measuring
the collective impact of civic engagement pedagogies on student success required institutions

and super-institutional organizations to develop a range of assessment tools, stretching across



multiple disciplines, and integrating increasingly nuanced perspectives of the multiple facets of
civic and community-oriented learning (Barrett and Zani 2015; Beaumont 2005; Clayton et al.

2012; Goldfinger and Presley 2010; Holland 2014; Musil 2009; Torney-Purta et al. 2015).

In addition to global tools that measure multiple forms of engagement (with civic
included, e.g., the National Survey on Student Engagement), researchers have developed specific
instruments for capturing civic learning outcomes, including attributes such as knowledge/skills,
competencies, attitudes, and behavior (especially participation) (Beaumont et al. 2006; Flanagan
et al. 2007; Hatcher 2011; Jacoby 2009; Moely et al. 2002; Reason and Hemer 2015). The latter
has proven to be especially elusive to study, as the long-term effects of classroom based
interventions are often not realized until after graduation, when it can be difficult to locate
subjects; and the wide range of potential activities in which college graduates can become
involved make it challenging to capture, much less verify, their behaviors. On one hand, the
majority of studies of civic behavior indicate strong correlations between civic engagement
activities in the classroom with civic engagement activities outside of the classroom (Colby et al.
2007; Assendelft 2008; Huerta and Jozwiak 2008; Wukich and Siciliano 2014; Elder et al. 2007).
On the other hand, most of these studies rely on student or stakeholder self-reporting, including,
in some cases, the projection of future behavior (Gould 2011; Latimer and Hempson 2012;
Yanus et al. 2015). What researchers have primarily been able to establish, then, is a strong
correlation between civic engagement in the classroom and the intention of becoming an active

and participatory citizen later in life.

Recent insights into collective human behavior have made note of the psychological gap
that can exist between intention and action. The scholarly conversation about the intention-

behavior gap crosses multiple disciplines and often focuses on activities with high intentionality,



such as increased exercise or lower energy use, and which could be extended to include positive
civic actions such as voting (Abel et al. 2019; Anderson et al. 2018; Carrington et al. 2014;
Faries 2016; Frederiks et al. 2015; Sheeran and Webb 2016). The issue has also been discussed
in relation to other forms of civic education, notably service learning (Liu and Lin 2017; Nicholls
and Schimmel 2012) and sustainability (Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002; Pfeiffer et al. 2017).
Assuming the existence of a gap between intention and behavior, the salient question becomes

why that gap exists and, by extension, what can be done to close it.

Research has shown that the reasons for the intention-behavior gap are complex, varied,
and context-dependent, but behavior theorists have noted that between intention and behavior,
lies agency, or the perceived ability to “originate and direct actions for given purposes” (Glanz et
al. 2008; Malle et al. 2003). Similarly, the concept of agency as mediating between intention and
behavior is central to many cognitive theories of learning, notably including those of
psychologist Albert Bandura (2006). Following a similar logic, it could be said that between
existing studies of civic intention and self-reported civic behavior on the part of college students,
lies the potential to study their civic agency, i.e. the capacity to identity and direct actions to

achieve desired civic outcomes (Forestiere 2015).

A key to increasing agency, however, is ensuring that students are engaged in the class
throughout the entire course. If students are simply passive participants in the course, then it
stands to reason that they will not benefit from its content. Researchers have studied how specific
activities like service learning (Assendelft 2008), student-directed assignments (Hellwege 2018),
problem-solving exercises (Wukich and Siciliano 2014), deliberative dialogue (Latimer and
Hempson 2012), or special projects (DeLaet 2016; Yanus et al. 2015) impact self-perceptions of

interest in civic engagement and classroom engagement. Student engagement systems like



iClickers and Nearpod serve a different purpose, but one that should also increase agency.
Specifically, they facilitate student engagement with the content of introductory courses in a
manner that helps students achieve course learning outcomes (lvanov 2019). An aspiration for
introductory political science courses is that they increase interest in and comfort with being a
good citizen, so better achieving those learning outcomes should increase students’ ability to
engage civically. Thus, this study does not include testing the addition of a novel module or
assignment but, instead, how the entire course, including the use of the app-based student
engagement software Nearpod, builds civic agency. To that end, this study seeks to measure
changes in the degree of civic agency expressed by students after completing an introductory

American government class.

This study utilizes an open-ended, scenario-based assessment. A scenario-based
assessment was chosen for several reasons. Recent studies in civic engagement have called for a
more holistic approach to assessment that extends beyond the use of discrete data, such as likert-
scale surveys, to include the use of other often qualitative measures, such as portfolios,
interviews/focus groups, and ethnographies, with the aim of gaining further insight into
motivation (or lack thereof) and related concepts like metacognition (Holland 2014). The use of
scenario or case-based assessment also dovetails with trends in authentic classroom assessment
(Wiggins 1990), with a particularly strong affinity for Dee Fink’s concept of forward-looking
assessment (Fink 2003). Finally, scenario-based assessments have also proven to be effective in
both public policy and education contexts, particularly in studies focused on projecting behavior
into unknown future contexts (Wukich and Siciliano 2014). The methodology of this study and

the scenario-based survey used will now be discussed.



Methodology

To examine whether an introductory course in American government increases civic
agency among students, a study was conducted in one such course in the fall of 2019. This
section will briefly describe the course before presenting the novel assessment of civic agency. It

concludes with an introduction to the methodology used to analyze patterns in student agency.

Teaching American Government

The study was embedded within a three-credit introductory course in American
government at [university redacted for blind review] in the fall of 2019. This course is a survey
of formal and informal political institutions (Congress, the Presidency, the courts, political
parties, the media, and interest groups), political behaviors (voting, civil rights and liberties
movements, political opinion, and lobbying), and the structure of American government (the
Constitution and federalism). It counts towards the general education requirements of the
university but is not strictly required. It is, however, a prerequisite for upper-level political
science coursework in American government. The course is most often taken by students in their
first or second year of attendance. In fall 2019, the course had an enrollment of 50. The course
was split 50-50 male and female. In terms of class standing, 54 percent of the students were in
their first year (in terms of earned credits), 20 percent in their second year, 12 percent in their
third year, and 14 percent in their fourth year. A total of 72 percent were undeclared or pre-
majors. Only three students were declared public policy or political science majors. The
remaining majors included business administration (1), criminal justice (2), health policy and
administration (5), management (1), psychology (3), security and risk analysis (2). Of the pre-
majors, eight were in liberal arts, and thus some of them may eventually declare political science

as a major.



Assessment in the course included both factual knowledge and application of civic skills.
Factual knowledge was assessed using periodic quizzes. The students also completed a series of
practical citizenship-related exercises: (1) identifying the correct public officials to contact with
certain problems; (2) learning how to register to vote and how to follow through with voting; (3)
writing an opinion editorial; and (4) drawing Congressional districts in Pennsylvania
(gerrymandering).? These assignments were specifically chosen to introduce students to civic

skills and increase their sense of civic agency.

In addition to the content, an app-based student engagement system called Nearpod was
used in the course.® Like iClickers and other hand-held response systems (Baumann et al. 2015),
programs like Nearpod, Mentimeter, and Echo 360 help students engage with class content in
ways that are not possible in large courses (Mayhew 2019; Ivanov 2019). While clickers allow
students to answer questions (often multiple choice) proposed by the professor, Nearpod offers a
suite of engagement features that are deployed via student laptops, tablets, or smartphones.
Instructors integrate activities with slides that can be created in PowerPoint, LaTeX, Google
Slides, or the Nearpod interface. Tools used in this course included a collaborate function that
allowed all students to respond to a question with Post-It note-sized answers, open-ended
questions, class polls, and embedded video content. Many of these were combined with
traditional teaching methods like think-pair-share. The software provided all students the
opportunity to engage with the course material and the instructor, regardless of whether they

choose to speak openly in the course.

2 https://drawthelinespa.org/.
3 www.nearpod.com
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Assessing Civic Agency

The expression of civic agency first requires a student to be able to identify appropriate
actions. To assess this skill, a series of four scenarios were devised that warrant civic action and
asked students to identify what actions, if any, they would take in response to each situation.
Rather than utilize a pre-determined list of choices, students were asked to articulate a specific
action using an open-ended response option. The scenarios were scaffolded to encompass
multiple levels of civic engagement, ranging from the campus to the country, each of which

required the identification of a different set of behaviors.

The second attribute of civic agency, the ability to direct actions to achieve a given
purpose or goal, was assessed by asking students to explain the reasoning behind their chosen
action, also using an open-ended response question. The scenarios were intentionally framed to
allow for multiple pathways, depending on attitudes concerning the issue at hand. In other words,
the scenarios were not predicated on a “right” answer, nor did they require or suggest that
students hold specific political beliefs or values. It was our intention to give them maximal
flexibility to direct their actions as they deemed appropriate to the scenario, as well as an attempt

to control for values as a contributing factor in directing behavior (Bryant et al. 2012; Lott 2013).

Much of the civic engagement literature relies on scales of anticipated activities (Latimer and
Hempson 2012) or student self-assessment about their ability to contact public officials, vote,
etc. (Assendelft 2008). Such assessments are likely positively biased, as students know that they
should be engaged. The instrument proposed herein and deployed in the course described above
assess whether students know what they can do to engage and whether their ideas are legitimate

for the venue and problem presented. Students were presented with the following four scenarios:



1. You think that your campus has serious safety issues that concern you.

2. The county (or city) where you live has proposed to build a highway in a place where you
think it will do harm.

3. The Pennsylvania state legislature is considering a bill to legalize medical marijuana
across the state of Pennsylvania.

4. The United States Supreme Court is considering a case involving physician-assisted

suicide (e.g., euthanasia, death with dignity).

For each scenario, students were asked to “Please describe what actions (if any) you would take
in response to this issue” and “Please provide a brief explanation of your response to this
scenario. Why did you choose the response that you did?” The questions vary the venue, and
thus the appropriate action(s) that students can take in response to the issues. Thus, the questions
not only assess whether students have the agency to propose action, but also whether they have

the knowledge to direct that agency effectively.

These scenarios and questions, as well as basic demographic questions, were provided to
participants in a pre- and a post-survey at the beginning of the course and at its conclusion. The
study was exempted by the [university redacted for blind review] Institutional Review Board on
August 13, 2019. Participants provided informed consent to university staff in the Center for
Teaching Excellence prior to taking the pre-survey and the instructor did not know which
students were participating. Additionally, the students completed the surveys anonymously.
Participants did not necessarily respond to all four scenarios and several participants who
consented and took the pre-survey did not complete the post-survey. This is apparent in the

sample sizes reported in the results below.



Analyzing Proposed Student Actions and Motivations

The two researchers worked together to develop a coding scheme for the types of actions
proposed by students in response to the four scenarios. Each independently developed a list of
common types of actions before sharing and identifying common patterns among their coding
schemes. This resulted in the following seven categories of student actions: (1) nothing; (2)
educate; (3) individual action (personal); (4) individual action (solution oriented); (5) contact
local authorities; (6) contact other authorities; (7) build consensus. Actions falling into educate
include both educating themselves and others on the topic. Personal individual actions include
things that are not oriented towards solving the problem, but are students responding personally
to the problem. For example, in the public safety on campus scenario, some students reported
that they would walk back to their dorm building. Solution-oriented individual actions, on the
other hand, include things like protesting. Respondents reporting that they would contact
authority figures were sorted into whether the figures were local to the problem (e.qg., school
administrators, city/county officials, and state representatives in the first three scenarios,
respectively) or not local to the problem. For example, a student reported that they would contact
the Governor of Pennsylvania to address the campus safety problem. While this is an authority
figure, it is not one localized to the scenario’s context. Finally, actions involving building

consensus include discussions with peers, signing or starting a petition, and more.

In addition to identifying an action, participating students were asked to provide a short
rationale for their choices for each scenario. To analyze these qualitative responses, the
researchers utilized an emergent coding method that took place in four rounds: two coders first
identified themes independently, these themes were then merged, the evidence coded again, and

then a final round consisted of reconciling any remaining discrepancies. It should be noted that



fewer responses were collected in the post-survey overall (n=29 pre, n=23 post), so direct
numerical comparisons were not, and should not, be drawn. This process produced four

persistent themes relevant to student perceptions of their own civic agency, described below.
Results
Proposed Student Actions

Table 1 presents the results of the actions that students proposed in response to each
scenario. Responses are provided for both the pre- and post-surveys for the sake of comparison.
They are grouped based on the level of government represented by each scenario (school, local,
state, and U.S. Supreme Court). In each of the scenarios, there are observable changes in the

distribution of proposed responses between pre and post.

For the school safety scenario, fewer students reported that they would do nothing after
the course, though fewer also reported that they would build consensus. More students reported
that they would contact local authorities, the majority response for both pre and post, but they
also became more accurate in identifying either campus police or local administrative officials as
their points of contact. In the local government highway construction scenario, there was a
marked increase in the percentage of students who would do nothing and decreases in all other
actions except for contacting authorities above the level of the city/county and building
consensus. In the state marijuana legalization scenario, a great many of the respondents in the
pre-survey reported that they would do nothing. Many of these expressed support for
legalization, though they did not recognize that there were actions they could take to improve the
chances of the bill’s passage. Instead they chose not to act. A smaller percentage, but still a

supermajority, of respondents reported in the post that they would do nothing after taking the



course. There were small increases in the percentages that would take individual action, contact
authorities, and build consensus. Finally, in the U.S. Supreme Court scenario, many students
recognized being able to do very little to affect a change in the outcome of the case. In fact, the
percentage saying they would do nothing increased in the post-survey and there set of other
proposed actions was reduced to contacting non-local authorities and building consensus.
Otherwise, education, individual action, and contacting local authorities were not suggested at all

in the post-survey.

Table 1. Actions Proposed by Students in Response to Four Scenarios

Scenario Nothing  Educate Individual Individual Contact Local Contact Other Build N
Action Action Authorities Authorities Consensus
(Personal) (Solution
Oriented)
School Pre 20% 0 8% 0 60% 4% 12% 25
School Post 16% 0 11% 0 68% 0 5% 19
Local Pre 7% 11% 7% 19% 52% 15% 33% 27
Local Post 20% 0 0 7% 33% 20% 47% 15
State Pre 88% 4% 4% 0 12% 0 4% 25
State Post 73% 0 0 7% 7% 7% 7% 15
Supreme 70% 17% 4% 17% 4% 0 4% 23
Court Pre
Supreme 7% 0 0 0 0 8% 15% 13
Court Post

Note: Row percentages may not add to 100% due to rounding and students reporting more than one action.

Student Motivations

For the open-ended questions asking students to explain their motivations for action (or
inaction), the emergent coding process produced four persistent themes relevant to student

perceptions of their own civic agency, described below.

In the pre-survey, the students expressed a strong tendency overall [n=15] to place the

locus of agency with authority figures, whether campus police (in the case of public safety),



physicians (in the case of assisted suicide), or government bodies [“if many favor a legislation, it
is Congress’ job to honor the people’s wishes and work to pass the legislation’]. In the post-
survey, however, there was a slight tendency for the locus of agency to diverge by the level of
the issue. For the more local issues, students became less inclined to give over agency to
authorities [“if | thought that the highway would be harmful, I would want to prevent it from
being built, so signing a petition could result in people who proposed the highway changing their
minds.”]. At the same time, they became slightly more inclined to defer to authority at the state
and federal levels [“Ultimately, it’s up to the Supreme Court to decide what’s the appropriate

response”].

In the pre-survey, some students (n=6) placed the locus of agency with others who were
not necessarily figures of authority, but rather part of a perceived critical mass. These often
undefined “others” could be external to the individual student [e.g. “I'm sure many other people
looked into this potential issue when proposing the highway so I don’t think it’s necessary to
bring it up unless there’s a substantial chance it will be dangerous”; “| do think that medical
marijuana should be legalized, however | do not see it as a massive issue in need of my effort.
Especially considering that it already has it from others™], or a larger group of which the student
could be a part [e.g. “confronting legal decisions and opposing laws is something | would fear
doing on my own; being a small part of or simply supporting a larger group with this purpose
would make me feel more comfortable with my opposition and the possible outcome of my
opposition”’]. Interestingly, this tendency disappeared in the post-survey responses, replaced by
either stronger individual action [e.g. “to make my voice heard”] or no action at all [e.g. “by the

time | find out, there might not be anything I can do”].



The responses collectively suggested the possibility of civic agency as a rational choice,
in which students weighed the degree to which the issue affected them personally (interests),
with their perceived ability to affect the outcome (beliefs) in order to determine an action
(behavior). Especially for the latter two issues, the most common explanation for non-action
(n=13 pre; n=8 post) was a lack of personal interest or perceived individual impact [e.g “issues
like that are not that important to me”, “not passionate about it either way”; “it doesn’t affect
me’”’], but low efficacy was a persistent secondary theme [e.g. “l don't concern myself with larger
decisions especially if the decision is already set in stone”, “I would probably not interfere with
this legalization alone unless there is a platform to support that could make a more apparent
difference to the state government because of the greater support. If it such a platform did not
exist, I would not bother to do so’’]. In several cases (n=4), students appeared to conduct a full
calculus of agency [e.g. “if I thought that the highway would be harmful, I would want to prevent
it from being built, so signing a petition could result in people who proposed the highway
changing their minds”; or “I believe that it is difficult to always take action on anything that may
seem the slightest bit incorrect. But, if something becomes unethical and almost immoral

(causing extreme harm to other beings), that is when I would take some kind of action.”].

That calculus of civic agency appeared to differ depending on whether a student was for
or against an issue. While the scenarios were carefully crafted to be non-partisan and/or
applicable to multiple positions, the students seemed to be more inclined to take action when
they perceived their position as being in opposition to the issue being considered; and far less
inclined to take action when they saw their position as being in support. The latter tendency was
most prevalent in the case of medical marijuana [e.g. “I support legalized medical marijuana and

feel as if any actions I took would be counterproductive”; “I do think that medical marijuana



should be legalized, however | do not see it as a massive issue in need of my effort. Especially
considering that it already has it from others”]. There was more mixed support for the issue of
physician-assisted suicide, with those opposed suggesting more, or stronger actions than those in
favor [e.g. ““I cannot influence the supreme court, however | am able to spread awareness about
this issue”].

Discussion and Conclusion

Much research has been done on the gap between intentions and behaviors. Scholars have
identified a number of factors that mitigate the distance between intention and behavior,
including factors such as prior knowledge, role models (and other normative influences), and
other curricular or co-curricular experiences that are confounding variables largely outside the
scope of the current study. Similarly, classroom experiences, no matter how active, are indirect
experiences of civic life, which have weaker ties to behavior change than direct exposure.
Indeed, those students in the present study who expressed direct experience with civic issues
outside of the classroom (n = 2) were able to articulate more complex or concrete actions vis a
vis the scenarios. Increasing civic engagement is a long-term and iterative venture that extends
far beyond a single course. Nevertheless, this study shows how an introductory American
government course increases civic agency among students, which is a key linkage between

intention and behavior.

In order to act, an individual must both care about acting and know what they can do to
effect change. This study focused on whether an introductory American government course can
influence the second. The first is a much harder, though not impossible, task for educators. There
is clear evidence in this study that such an introductory course in fact builds civic agency.

Comparing the pre- and post-surveys, respondents changed both their responses to the scenarios



and rationales for those responses. There is a sharper focus on actions that are possible in the
post-survey responses. In fact, the degree of agency varies with the locus of control in the
scenario. Greater proportions of students expressed individual and collective action in the school
and local government scenarios. These are venues that are highly personal and offer many
avenues for direct engagement. In the state government and U.S. Supreme Court scenarios,
however, there is a strengthening of a non-action responses in the post-survey. This is especially

the case for the Supreme Court.

The increase in action-oriented responses for the school and local scenarios combined
with the decrease for state and federal demonstrates that after the experience of the course,
students better understand where they can best effect change as individuals. This fits with a
theory of reasoned action, whereby focusing on the actions that are possible makes the pathway
toward acting visible and thus can facilitate behavior change (Armitage and Christian 2017,
Abraham and Sheeran 2017; Fishbein and Ajzen 2015). Meaning, students’ calculus becomes
clearer after the course. They can weigh the relative impact of their efforts depending on the
means accessible for making their voice heard. Put another way, the course helps students
understand where the levers of power lie for individual citizens and how they can use those

levers to effect change.

Thus, civic agency is a key linkage between the intention to act and actual civic
engagement. It is difficult for a single course to claim that it directly causes an increase in civic
activity among students. However, this study demonstrates how one course buttresses the
necessary linkage between intent and action. Further, there is preliminary evidence that this
course also influences the first part of the action equation, caring. There is a glimmer of evidence

of increases in altruism and empathy, which are also important for civic action (Kollmuss and



Agyeman 2002). This was particularly the case for the medical marijuana and death with dignity
scenarios. In justifying their actions, students were able to recognize the needs of others [e.g., “I
think medical marijuana can help people who need it,” “people who are suffering should be able
to choose to have autonomy over their own lives”’]. Responses to the campus safety scenario, on
the other hand, were more personalized. Thus, future investigations of pro-social incentives
(altruism and empathy), as well as the importance of external factors in shaping student agency

are warranted.

There are also important limitations to this study. It is one class at one university; thus,
the generalizability of the findings is not clear. Using this as a pilot study, an organization like
the Consortium for Inter-Campus SoTL Research could expand on this research with a multi-
campus effort. This may also be possible within large university systems, like in California or
New York. There is also a limitation in the marijuana scenario. Pennsylvania had adopted
medical marijuana prior to the start of the study (i.e., in 2016). It is possible that students who
responded that they would do nothing in that scenario did so because they knew that it was
already legal. In combination, the action and reasoning responses suggest that this was not likely
the case. Few remarked that medical marijuana was already legal, and many appeared to be
responding to marijuana use legalization writ large (including adult-use recreational). Thus, it is
unlikely that using this scenario undermined the validity of the results, but it is an important

caveat.

This study has important implications for the enterprise of political science education. A
prominent and vital cornerstone of our efforts is to develop an informed and active citizenry.
This is the case for students majoring in political science, but the discipline has a role to play in

leading higher education’s related mission. Introductory courses are often the only exposure that



non-majors will have to the principles of democratic action. This study demonstrates that even a
single introductory course can lay the foundation for future civic engagement by increasing
student civic agency. The course helps students to clarify the calculus of acting, which is

necessary, though not sufficient, for action.
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